Education contexts engaging in reform, operate in complex environments that require the coherent implementation of education policies. Research highlights that systems that support shared leadership, strong communication practices and a sharp focus on the articulation of shared beliefs, are positioned to support strong policy interpretation though the enactment of school improvement strategies. This paper explores the inter-connected roles of a system middle leader (regional Project Officer) and a school leader (Principal) in interpreting and enacting systemic policy and direction in a state primary school within a regional context in Queensland, Australia. The case study utilised the regional Project Officer and Principal participants as co-researchers and captured their experiences through recorded narratives and narrative inquiry conversations. The thematic data analysis provides useful information about how school leaders can work with system middle leaders and their own school's teaching teams to proactively grow the capacity, credibility and strength of teachers to translate policy into enacted school improvement strategies.
Introduction
Research in the area of school improvement policy implementation highlights the need to utilise connecting strategies across systems to directly impact on daily teaching practice (Hooge, 2016) . The effectiveness of these implementation processes was found to be directly influenced by a system's ability to utilise shared leadership (Levin & Fullan, 2009; Lewis & Andrews, 2004; Michel, 2016) to communicate transparent expectations and provide relevant professional learning (Michel, 2016; Scott, 2013) . Leadership research often focuses on the work of Principals in creating and maintaining cultures that foster distributed leadership practices (Bolden, 2011; Crowther & associates, 2011; Gronn, 2002; Leithwood, Jantzi, & Steinbach, 2012; Lewis & Andrews, 2009; Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2004) . Distributed leadership research is at times confusing, due to differing understandings of the term. Regardless of interpretation though, to date, there is little understanding of, and evidence about, the role of system middle leaders in developing shared leadership practices within schools. This paper seeks to contribute to this gap by shedding light on a particular case of a regional Project Officer as a system middle leader, and her work alongside a Principal, as they work to turn school improvement policy into practice. Sahlberg (2011, p. 104) noted that "the voices of practitioners are rarely heard in the education policy and reform business. Educational change literature is primarily technical discourse created by academics or change consultants." Thus, this paper emphasises the voices of practitioners, articulating their processes for translating policy into enacted school improvement policies and identifying the essential elements of successful leadership (Crowther & Associates, 2011; Morgan, 2008) .
Using distributed leadership (Spillane et al., 2004, p. 29) , or shared leadership, as a 'sensing-device' to better understand the complexities involved in school improvement policy enactment, the paper presents a case study of one Queensland geographical region's journey of developing shared leadership practices both at the middle management system level and in schools. This case provides an opportunity to explore different elements of the processes involved in enacting policy as quality school practice highlighting the possibilities inherent in the relationship between school Principals and system middle leaders such as regional Project Officers.
This paper presents a study of one Queensland school community but the findings are relevant to a wider audience due to the phenomenon of global 'policy borrowing' (Lingard, 2010 ) that ensures practices from one system can be examined to better understand practices in systems with similar policy conditions. The prevalence of the Global Education Reform Movement (Sahlberg, 2011) results in school systems around the globe operating under similar 'school improvement' policies. Harris (2012) emphasised the influence of the Principal in times of rapid reform, noting that at a school level, all change flows through the Principal's office. Stronge, Richard and Catano International Journal of Education ISSN 1948 -5476 2018 , Vol. 10, No. 1 (2008 noted that whilst researchers could identify the major elements of Principals' work, not a great deal was known about how this was carried out in practice. This is an ongoing area of focus, and experts have conducted a significant amount of research on the role of the Principal in school improvement (for examples, see : Fullan, 2007; Hargreaves, Boyle, & Harris, 2014; Harris et al., 2003; Leithwood et al., 2012; Morgan, 2008) . Leithwood et al (2012 described the changing role of the Principal as moving from being an administrator or manager of a school into being directly responsible for student achievement, thus making fewer assumptions that what is happening in classrooms is all good work, and focusing specifically on what is or isn't helping students achieve success (Costante, 2010) . Reflecting the shift in expectations of Principal-centred instructional leadership, Leithwood et al. (2012) stated that Principals alone cannot fulfil the instructional leadership needs of a school.
Shifting Expectations Regarding Policy Reform
With this in mind the imperative is to develop shared leadership structures that enhance learning outcomes through developing teachers' pedagogical leadership skills. Teachers who achieve excellent outcomes for their students, who understand and connect with diverse student needs, who have discipline expertise, or who make informed pedagogical and curriculum decisions based on data and experience, all have much to contribute to the enactment of policy into effective practice. In order to do this the Principal must be conscious of these skills and build the capacity of teachers to lead quality professional conversations with colleagues. In a similar manner, middle-level system leaders who build the capacity of Principals to empower teacher leaders within their schools develop and enhance regional capacity for school improvement.
The authors of this paper align with the parallel leadership view of shared or distributed leadership practice in that teacher leaders and their Principals should be engaged in collective action to enhance school capacity (Crowther, Ferguson, & Hann, 2009) and that "teacher leaders and their Principals must deliberate and strategise together for the provision of optimum arrangements and opportunities that lead pedagogical enhancement through a school wide approach" (Conway & Andrews, 2016, p. 137) . Teachers are those most attuned to the needs of their students in their context and as such are integral to the work of Principals when contextualising policy into practice.
Navigating Queensland's Policy Landscape
Queensland's state schools have been operating under rapidly shifting policy conditions in recent years. The introduction of annual NAPLAN testing in 2008 and Queensland's perceived comparatively poor performance on the inaugural tests served as the catalyst for sweeping reforms intended to improve results in future years.
These reforms were derived from recommendations by external consultants and curriculum authorities (Queensland Department of Education and Training [QDET] 2012a [QDET] , 2012b . Resulting policies required Principals to adopt the system's improvement agenda and work with 'an unrelenting focus on improved student achievement' (QDET, 2011) . Strategies ISSN 1948 -5476 2018 within this agenda included a heavy focus on evidence based pedagogical approaches to literacy, numeracy, and science; a focus on specific aspects of education (measurable, for example, by the NAPLAN testing regime); and the requirement for Principals to act as instructional leaders in their schools.
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At the same time, the agenda focused on increased autonomy for schools and a devolution of decision-making to the local level whilst remaining focused on school improvement in measurable metrics (see, for example: the School Planning, Reviewing and Reporting Framework, QDETa, 2014) . Queensland Principals have therefore been working in a complex space where they must balance the needs of their school community with increasing accountabilities and external requirements being placed upon them by the system and regions in which they work.
Enacting the System Middle Leaders Role as Policy Enablers
Currently there is little research around the role that the system middle leader level plays within system leadership structures and the translation of policy into practice. What we can agree on is that leadership over many, many years has been, and still is, a "complex phenomenon that involves exercising influence in an organisation and that involves the interplay of many different organisational actions and issues" (Northcraft & Neale, 1994, p. 344) . System leadership has been described as "those who work in central, region and region offices…(including) leaders in schools, who work within a framework of goals, policies, standards, curriculum and accountabilities that is intended to give coherence and consistency to their efforts" (Caldwell, 2011, p. 1) .
Effective modern leadership approaches have been explored within a range of innovative initiatives, programs and organisational restructures. David Hargreaves (2011 ), Michael Fullan (2005 , Frank Crowther and associates (2011) , and Peter Senge (1990) , among others, have championed models for building system improvement through a focus on school improvement by leveraging shared understandings and developing key competencies in partnership with shared accountabilities, all key attributes of a distributive leadership style. Such explanations, however, do little to clarify or differentiate the role of those in the system middle leadership layer of educational system structures, such as that of regional Project Officers within the Queensland Department of Education and Training context, as compared to other forms of leadership roles such as a Director-General or a school Principal, each of which would have reasonably agreed-upon understandings regarding their specific role.
How the various levels of leadership work and how they interact together to improve results within a specific school context is also not clear. Wildy and Clarke (2012, p. 71) noted that school leaders need to have 'contextual literacy', and understand the complexities of their contexts when making decisions. We contend that this need for contextual literacy extends to regional Project Officers as well, who must understand multiple contexts in order to navigate them effectively. ISSN 1948 -5476 2018 
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Differentiating for Local Contexts
External improvement frameworks are effective in providing a stable point of reflection for planning purposes within broad parameters but unless they are adapted and localised to each school's individual context, they may lead to short-term gains that will not last (Fullan, 2009; Nori, 2011 Researchers focused on improving outcomes at a whole-system level (see Hargreaves, 2003; Hargreaves, Lieberman, Fullan, & Hopkins, 2009; Hopkins, Stringfield, Harris, Stoll, & Mackay, 2014) have produced guidelines for educators and school systems looking to improve their students' outcomes. One key theme from this wide-scale research has been the importance of considering the needs of the local context, rather than simply adopting a list of strategies that work in 'effective schools' (Fullan, 2005; Hallinger & Heck, 2011) . In addition the literature highlights elements in effective improvement which include the importance of focusing on teaching and improvement at the classroom level rather than the school management level, the importance of leadership, and the importance of commitment and collaboration from all stakeholders (school leaders, staff, community and students) (Hallinger & Heck, 2011; Harris, 2001; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006; Reynolds, 2005) which are all context-specific rather than system specific elements.
Principals play the pivotal role in this contextualisation to address their specific school needs, and they must keep their school's context and needs at the forefront of the agenda. A 'one size fits all' approach is not effective in school improvement. Indeed, Hargreaves (2003) described prescriptive approaches as dangerous, potentially resulting in further inequity in educational outcomes for students of differing socioeconomic circumstances because these prescriptive improvement methods are often used mainly for schools in lower socioeconomic contexts. Fullan, Hill and Crevola (2006) argued that prescriptive improvement strategies can be effective as a starting point for initial success, but the fact remained that school communities must take their individual needs into account when working towards school improvement. Harris (2011) identified that prescriptive improvement strategies are not sustainable, a finding that was supported by Australian research from the Leadership Research International (LRI) team (Crowther & associates, 2011) highlighting that prescriptive centrally-driven reforms can interfere with the more effective approach of creating a schoolwide pedagogy tailored to local needs and priorities.
Given the importance placed by researchers and experts in the field about contextualising these school improvement frameworks, this paper shifts its focus to an exploration of a case study of a specific school community and its local system context.
The Study
The study follows the process of a group ('cluster') of geographically-close schools implementing a project designed to build shared leadership capacity, reduce change fatigue ISSN 1948 -5476 2018 and leverage teacher leadership for sustainable change. The intent was to introduce this approach both at the middle system level, modelled by the team of Project Officers, and within schools to build shared leadership capacity, acknowledging that the work of teachers has grown in complexity and rigour over many years and yet is still not fully utilised across systems (Crowther et al., 2009 ).
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Methodology
This paper presents a 'participants as co-researchers' (Given, 2008) case study (Yin, 2009) , focusing in particular on presenting the experiences of two key policy actors, a system middle leader (regional Project Officer) and a school leader (Principal). The practical translation of policy into practice is illustrated through sharing interconnected and individual experiences related to the translation of policy into practice, firstly within a region and then within one school context. The Research Question being answered was "What implications can be made from understanding the inter-connected roles of a system middle leader (regional Project Officer) and a school leader (Principal) when interpreting and enacting systemic policy and direction?
Participants as co-researchers values the insights of the participants, as experts, who co-analyse the data providing the researcher with "the opportunity to use the experiences and knowledge of the participants to learn about and discuss the research" in more depth (Boylorn, 2008, p. 599) . Essential to this approach is immersion by the researchers in the culture and life of the participants (Somekh & Lewin, 2011) . The selection of data collection methods is therefore, vitally important, and in the field, occurs through both direct and indirect means. Direct forms of data collection included the capturing of naturally occurring events, experiences and observations through the participant's recorded narratives. This was supplemented by more indirect means of narrative inquiry conversations with the researcher, allowing for the inflection of tone, scraps of conversation or the importance placed on a story, event or interaction (Hatch, 2002) to be highlighted. The dialogue between the participants and researcher allowed implicit knowledge to come to the fore and be made explicit (Foray & Lundvall, 1998) .
A thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 2006) was employed to analyse the data. This was a multi-stage process in which transcripts of the participant's narratives were analysed for recurring themes, which were then condensed and revised into the themes that form the basis of the discussion section of this paper.
Participant Roles
The case study explores policy implementation through the experiences of two participantsone system middle leader (regional Project Officer) and one school leader (Principal) -over a two-year period. Both the participants' narratives of their experiences highlighted key interactions and reflections that occurred within their separate but interrelated spaces. These narratives served as the data for analysis by the lead researcher and together with the participants, through narrative inquiry discussion and reflection, became co-researchers and co-authors of this paper seeking to further privilege practitioner voices in school International Journal of Education ISSN 1948 -5476 2018 improvement research.
Within the context of the research, Education Queensland, a system middle leader is defined as a member of a regional leadership team that is responsible for supporting up to 211 geographically connected schools. Within Education Queensland there are seven regions. The case study explores the role of one system middle leader within one of these regions. The specific system middle leader's role of regional Project Officer is responsible for the provision of localised curriculum policy support to clusters of schools and individual schools within the region. The level of support and specific strategies utilised are directed by the region's Regional Director.
The role of school leader, within the context of this study is identified as a Principal of a primary school that consists of 570 students from diverse socio-economic backgrounds. The Principal leads a teaching team of 1 Deputy Principal, 1 Master teacher, 1 Head of Special Education Services, 1 Business services manager, 49 teachers and 18 teacher aides and support staff. The school has established leadership structures that utilise distributive and teacher leadership. Within the case study the school had been exploring how to enhance their implementation of the systems' school improvement policy with a focus on improving pedagogical practices.
Findings & Discussion
Three key themes emerged which highlighted a range of processes intended to support the enactment of school improvement policies at the regional and school levels:
• Theme 1: Building capacity of Principals and teacher leaders to enact policy within context
• Theme 2: Utilising shared leadership practices at all levels, including schools, Principals, and middle system leaders.
• Theme 3: Using evidence-based, contextually-relevant practices to enact policies
The discussion that follows explores these key practices in more depth, using vignettes from the case studies to compare and contrast practices within these themes at the regional and school levels.
Building Capacity of Principals and Teacher Leaders to Enact Policy within Context
A recurring theme within the data focused on the approaches undertaken within the region to build the capacity of Principals to meet the demands of a shifting policy landscape, as well as the subsequent work undertaken by Principals and regional leaders to develop teacher leadership capacity to enact the Department's school improvement reforms. The role of the Regional Project Officer was to develop and help deliver evidence-based approaches to enhance capability development at the regional and school levels. ISSN 1948 -5476 2018 7.1.1 Regional Level: Building Principal Capacity As part of a wider team of colleagues, the Regional Project Officer led the translation of education policy into a series of professional learning modules, aimed at developing Principals' capacity for leading school improvement through scaffolded leadership development. This reflects the importance of the role of the Principal in leading improvement (Harris, 2012) , while emphasising the importance of sharing the leadership of school improvement among the school staff, it being difficult for Principals to serve as lone instructional leaders (Leithwood et al., 2012) . Each module utilised research and evidence based practices with the aim of building the capability of regional instructional leaders to enact and contextualise policy implementation beyond rhetoric into sustained practice. The Project Officer described a process of 'braiding' core state and regional priorities, guiding the way policy was interpreted by regional policy actors who contextualised and translated it into modules for learning. The purpose of the modules was to promote leadership that enabled policy enactment whilst not increasing teacher stress levels or negatively impacting on student learning outcomes. The distributed approach reflects Crowther, Ferguson and Hann's (2009) vision of collective action for school improvement and as such, the focus for the modules became the fostering of quality teaching practices, given the system-wide focus on the development of schoolwide pedagogical frameworks (Conway & Andrews, 2016) . The modules recognised that Principals may need help in building shared leadership capacity at the school level. At the same time, the project officers needed to seek and reflect upon feedback throughout the process to ensure that this support was contextualised, relevant to Principals' 'real worlds', and ongoing.
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Vignette 1: Regional Principal Capacity Building
The feedback gathered by the Project Officer (within NHMRC protocols), after Principals participated in the modules, included comments about the relevance to Principals' work in schools, and reflections that Principals felt more confident to implement evidence-based practices of coaching and feedback for school improvement.
School Level: Building Teacher Leader Capacity in Schools
Principals had the opportunity to call upon Regional Project Officers for support in developing leadership capacity at a school level to ensure the adoption of successful practices in school change processes. Shared leadership within the school had already been established, ISSN 1948 -5476 2018 drawing on the work of Crowther et al. (2009) and Crowther and associates (2011) . The regional project resonated with the Principal's existing way of working and allowed her to expand on this. The Principal and school leadership team (including a Deputy Principal and Head of Special Education) along with teacher leaders identified by the formal school leadership team were already acknowledged and a teacher-led School Management Team [SMT], consisting of teacher representatives, had been in operation for some years. In the case study school, the aforementioned modules and the support from the Project Officer enabled the Principal to build on the shared leadership already in existence. The approach taken was to develop coaching capacity within key staff members who would then work with others in a non-threatening manner reviewing pedagogical strategies that both included and challenged students to achieve. This added yet another layer of parallel leadership to the SMT which meets monthly with representatives from each year level on a rotating basis, so that every teacher is able to be part of the SMT meetings throughout the year. The SMT is responsible for the development and monitoring of the School Improvement Agenda, and thus responsible for the successful translation of departmental school improvement policies into practice. The distributed approach to leadership contributes to the success of these practices (Lewis & Andrews, 2009; Spillane et al., 2004) and once again reflects the research suggesting that the Principal should not, or could not, be solely responsible for the instructional leadership of a school (Leithwood et al., 2012) .
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Vignette 2: School Management Teams for Improved Student Outcomes
The emphasis placed by the Principal on the importance of trusting relationships and teamwork is reflective of the role that a positive culture plays within a school and highlights the second theme regarding the significance of collaboration and aligned shared leadership at all levels of the policy enactment process. This approach is also representative of the research
We first formed a teacher led SMT many, many years ago as a result of a school improvement journey called the Innovative Designs for Enhancing Achievement in Schools [IDEAS]
Project [Crowther, Andrews, Morgan & O'Neill, 2012] ISSN 1948 -5476 2018 showing the importance of commitment and collaboration from all stakeholders (Hallinger & Heck, 2011; Harris, 2001) , and shows the importance placed by the Principal on this development of teacher leaders.
… this region project has enabled me to now expand the leadership capability within a core group. Initially we worked with our region Project Officer on the basics of coaching for pedagogical improvement. Each of my team are now coached by me regularly so they can continue to build their capacity to interact effectively with other staff by creating trusting relationships with our classroom teachers. This team leadership structure enables our school to develop purposeful partnerships between my team and classroom teachers. If this layer doesn't happen within a school, sustained pedagogical improvement isn't embedded. Data doesn't improve and transparency of practice is lost. Schools can then fall into the trap of looking for other change practices and the opportunity for growth and unpacking the true meaning of reflective processes are not utilized.
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Encouraging Shared Leadership at all Levels, Including Schools, Principals, and Regional Staff Members
The case study emphasised the centrality of collaboration in the success of change processes for the enactment of school improvement policies. The key notions recurring within the data as part of this broader theme were the importance of understanding the strengths of a team and utilising these in a targeted manner, while developing capacity for shared leadership and providing diverse opportunities to take on leadership roles in a project or a change process. These themes reflected the research from Crowther and associates (2011) that emphasised the importance of schoolwide collaboration on approaches to pedagogy and improving student achievement.
7.2.1 Regional Level: Shared Leadership among system middle leaders.
Not only was collaboration at the school level necessary, as highlighted in Vignette 2, but a newfound collaboration at the regional level was necessary so that the effectiveness of Principal capability development and support was maximised. Each of the Regional Project Officer's portfolios had previously been independent of each other, while still strategically connected through regional and Departmental vision and priorities. However, it was determined early in the project that the team needed to collaborate more effectively to ensure a consistent approach to supporting the enactment of policy at a school level. This is indicative of Northcraft and Neale's (1994, p. 344) findings that successful leadership at this level involves 'the interplay of many different organisational actions'. These actions included the Project Officer team electing to work across their strengths and previously independent portfolios.
Vignette 3: Collaboration at a System Middle Leader Level
We identified significant differences between each portfolio's operational and staffing models as well as differing measures for accountabilities. In order to progress we decided at the regional level to work in a co-ordinated way. This meant joint planning and project based co-ordination whilst other portfolio priorities would remain separate. As we began to frame our thinking, our direction became clearer and we identified the natural connections between our work. What became apparent was a large difference in the metalanguage we used to communicate with schools and we collectively agreed that the streamlining of messages required a shared and consistent metalanguage. While 100% of inter portfolio members indicated that this model had improved the efficiency and transparency of policy translation at a regional level and the streamlining of policy messages had become quite smooth, the planning for how to deliver and implement at a school cluster level was more complex. ISSN 1948 -5476 2018 Collaboration therefore enhanced the regional support offered through the modules, by ensuring evidence-based practices were the foundation of Principals' capability development, as well as promoting discussion and reinforcement of these in a consistent manner, using shared language, by all staff at all levels of the region. The 'coherence and consistency' (Caldwell, 2011, p . 1) of these efforts served to further support schools in their improvement efforts. The importance of a shared and consistent metalanguage is reflective of aspects of metastrategic leadership and alignment (Crowther et al., 2009 ) and translates to a regional priority of developing evidence-based practices that were contextually relevant but consistent across the region. The Project Officer noted that collaboration was required at a school level to develop 'collective understandings, not only of the knowledge and skills required but more importantly of how to support each other' as they sought to improve pedagogical practices.
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School Level: Shared Leadership within Schools
Vignette 4: Developing Teacher Leaders for Collaborative School Improvement
The case study data showed that the Principal actively engaged with her school's data, staff and parent community to really 'know' her school, and understood that frameworks and prescriptive steps do not translate into long-term deep change in schools. Rather, it is knowing context (Wildy & Clarke, 2012 ) and developing quality relationships (Andrews & Abawi, 2016 ) that matters. As such, the Principal actively developed an empowering school culture so the school community and staff had essential ownership of improvements and ISSN 1948 -5476 2018 outcomes. To do so, she discovered the strengths of her team and utilised these in a targeted manner whilst also actively seeking and building capacity of potential teacher leaders, drawing together a strong and committed team to help drive the improvement agenda and translate school improvement policy into practice.
Getting into classrooms to observe classroom practice and delivery of curriculum is essential, as assumptions about the level of children's learning doesn't give you a comprehensive story that aligns with the school improvement agenda. However, Principals can't physically get to every classroom consistently to develop and provide quality insights into practices that are either supporting or hindering success in learning. This is where the development of your "team" is important. I have a team of eight key staff members (Deputy, HOSE, Learning Support teachers, coaches, Gifted and Talented teacher and Master
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From this vignette, it is clear that the Principal recognised quality relationships as the key to developing trusting partnerships that enable discussion and reflection at the micro-pedagogical level (Andrews & Abawi, 2016) .
Using Evidence-Based, Contextually-Relevant Practices to Enact Policies
The literature reinforced the importance of contextualising school improvement processes (Fullan, 2005; Hallinger & Heck, 2011) , which is where we contend that some of the complexities lie for Regional Project Officers in relation to their 'contextual literacy' (Wildy & Clarke, 2012, p. 71) . Working with a large number of schools means they need to be able to quickly acquire knowledge and understanding of each school's contextual strengths and needs. The urgency of the reform policy agenda also resulted in a need for evidence-based practices that could be adapted to meet each school's contextual needs.
Regional Level: Evidence-Based Practices
At a regional level, the team needed to be able to base decisions on research and keep strategic policy at the forefront of planning, to ensure policy enactment and metalanguage aligned with the system's strategic agenda. The translation of policy into the local context (Fullan, 2005; Hallinger & Heck, 2011) proved to be a key driver for the team's work, and the use of action learning alongside collaborative environments meant that Principals were able to reflect on their understandings and current practices in a supportive environment.
Vignette 5: Modelling Evidence-Based Pedagogical Practices
Utilising Instructional Leadership theory (Hallinger, 2004) , we decided to use the evidence based pedagogical practices we were unpacking. This involved deliberately using structures to model active participation, higher order thinking, proactive behaviour management strategies and differentiation at the whole group level. In addition to this adult learning theories such as Kolb (1984) and Schön (1987) Principal survey data indicated that this approach was deemed to be highly effective, and the use of distributive leadership processes at the regional and school level enabled teams to collectively harness multiple perspectives to inform policy translation and strategy implementation (Crowther and associates, 2011; Senge, 1990) . The clear focus on "how" to develop capability was also highlighted, paving the way for deep pedagogical conversations and changes in the way the region views and enacts professional learning for improved student outcomes (Andrews & Abawi, 2016) . Annual anonymous regional survey data prior to the project resulted in 64% of teachers indicating they received helpful feedback from their school in relation to their work. Two years later, after the project, this increased to 94.3% of teachers. This feedback from participants and teacher surveys indicated that the model for translating policy into practice had a positive impact on teachers within the region. At a school level, these change and improvement process were translated into practices that addressed the contextual needs of each school community.
School Level: Evidence-Based Practices
Vignette 6: Contextualising Evidence-Based Practices as a Team to Enact School Improvement Policy
In the case study school the Principal reflected on the need to take personal responsibility to read and understand system requirements, policies and accountability expectations. Ensuring thorough and in-depth knowledge of these requirements and systemic directions allowed her to filter and contextualise these for her school community. Adherence to a specific process or framework with mandated steps for delivery does not give long term gains (Fullan, 2009; Nori, 2011) , instead it is knowing context through thorough investigation of school data, both qualitative and quantitative, which will help determine which evidence based practices might best move student outcomes forward. Deep critically reflective evaluation and research into current classroom practices and trialling tools, options and available supports are dependent on the quality of the relationships across the various levels of interaction. The Principal and all members of their leadership team need to understand and actively develop an empowering school culture so the school community and staff have essential ownership of the need for improvements and the celebration of outcomes. By building on strategies with proven success (such as the SMT meetings) staff can spend time on contextualising and personalising these for the students in their classroom (Fullan, 2005; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006; Reynolds, 2005) .
Conclusion
This case study presented experiences at the Regional and School leadership levels. The lived experiences resonate with each other and the 'participants as co-researchers' approach allowed participants to add depth to the data showing the complexities inherent in translating large-scale school improvement policies into the local school context. Participants presented nuanced differences in the case according to purpose and process but underpinning principles at both the regional system level and the contextualised school practice level are alike. Both perspectives clearly state that 'the people' are what matter.
Too often past change processes have been imposed from the top with little acknowledgement or consideration of those who action these changes. Ultimately it is well-being, trust, and the creation of safe spaces for reflection and personal growth that underpin effective capacity building for change and improvement, at the system and school level, and the leadership and pedagogical level. Taking a strength based approach sets the scene for engagement and a willingness to take risks and try new approaches for tackling ongoing challenges. It is also from this basis of trust and empowerment that distributed leadership practices can be developed, or in this case enhanced, in partnership with aligned systems thinking.
The interpreting and actioning of systemic policy is acknowledged as a challenging task. In this study, it was supported at the regional level by project officers really listening to the needs of Principals and schools, targeting support accordingly. This ensured that the options, resources and professional development provided at the collective leadership level were 'hitting the target' at the Principal and school level (Crowther, Andrews, Morgan, & O'Neill, 2012) .
In turn, what can be seen at the Principal level is metastrategic thinking (Andrews & Abawi, 2016; Crowther, Ferguson & Hann, 2009; Morgan, 2008) over the long term. This thinking is exemplified by a sense of responsibility for personal learning and a commitment to keeping up to date with policy and new initiatives. To facilitate change, regional shared leadership has been drawn upon in a targeted way built on a thorough knowledge of the strengths and challenges present within the specific school contexts. The Principal made it very clear that for the approach taken to work, there must be prior commitment to building a learning culture that supports critically reflective practice in a safe and supported manner. If all the pieces are in place it becomes possible for a systems approach such as this, to create a language of alignment that can be seen and heard across all levels of the system. But mostly importantly, policy can be 'lived' through micro-pedagogical deepening (Andrews & Abawi, 2016) at the classroom level where ultimately any school improvement agenda needs to come to fruition.
Implications for Future Practice
Participant/co-researcher insights identified that the broader comments and feedback from the regional Principals who undertook the various modules developed by the regional system middle leadership team, indicated that the braiding approach taken was an excellent starting point for them to develop and contextualise the policy into practice requirement, as was the cascading shared leadership coaching model used effectively in the case study school. The complexity of sharing development of direction and resources at the regional middle system level cannot be underestimated. To avoid competing priorities and misunderstandings it is important to ensure understandings align, from the metalanguage up.
Shared leadership partnerships between middle-system leaders and Principals can be utilised to maximise school outcomes within regions. In order for this to occur, the Principal must have a thorough understanding of their school, their staff and their current capabilities, as well as school specific student needs. In that way interventions and enhancements can start at various points within a continuum because no 'packaged' process provides the type of flexibility and adaptability that allows for true ownership of a school improvement agenda within context. Fundamentally, it is the relationships carefully nurtured within the school and between school and system, that create the environment upon which teacher leadership and pedagogical leadership can flourish.
Implications for Future Research
The authors propose that, although a small case study, this research provides insights into the lived experiences of enacting complex change and improvement policy agendas. To better understand the processes and approaches that support diverse practitioners who have successfully translated policy into practice within their own contexts the authors aim to continue this research by broadening the scope of this study to include Principals from other schools. The findings from this study will be used as a starting point for comparative analysis. Further study of cases from within this region will provide an interesting lens into the impact of individual leaders and whether their philosophies or styles make a significant difference to the translation of policy into practice.
This article presents a contribution to the field's understanding of the impact of a school improvement policy agenda at a local district level. The contribution of practitioner voices (Sahlberg, 2011, p. 104 ) and perspectives provides a nuanced glimpse into extremely complex and, by nature, contextualised processes that further highlights the need for support and evidence-based capability development of the people at all levels who are leading this change.
